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Eo. Ge he ene 


I Introduction 


1.1 Scope of study 


This study deals with the cultural interaction 
of Canadians and Ethiopian newcomers to 
Canada. The objective is ‘‘to document intrin- 
sic cultural and ethnic differences between 
Ethiopian refugees and native-Canadians that 
lead to misunderstandings and inhibit the 
settlement process.’”! 

It seeks to identify the most salient and 
enduring values, attitudes, practices, norms and 
taboos in Ethiopian culture. It then discusses 
the impact of these cultural aspects on the 
understanding and behaviour of Ethiopian 
immigrants and how this affects their interac- 
tion with Canadians. The paper also identifies 
problems likely to result — due to cultural 
differences — in the settlement process of 
Ethiopians. 

The people of Ethiopia, with more than 70 
languages and dialects and a myriad of cultures, 
defy any generalization in such a study. It is also 
recognized that Ethiopian refugees and 
immigrants who come to Canada belong to 
different ethnic groups and may have dissimila- 
rities in values and customs. The paper thus 
attempts to address the most relevant and 
common cultural aspects that have a bearing in 
intercultural interaction. 

Cultures are understood only in relation to 
each other. It should, therefore, be emphasized 
that this paper does not discuss Ethiopian 
culture in absolute terms. The values, attitudes 
and customs are examined in relation to the 
Canadian cultural context. Similarly, Canadian 
aspects are examined as they are understood by 
Ethiopians settling in Canadian society. 


1.2 Methodology 


In its preparation, three main sources of infor- 
mation were drawn upon and appear under the 
following headings: 


1. Settlement experiences of the researcher. 


2. Group discussions and exclusive interviews 
with members of the ethiopian community. 


3. Literature review. 


1.2a Settlement experiences of 
the researcher 


On the basis of the author’s knowledge of 
Ethiopian culture and experiences of settlement, 
a basic profile was prepared capturing common 
cultural features, in terms of ‘‘the values, atti- 
tudes, opinions, ideas and knowledge...’’’, 
which form the frame of reference for Ethiopi- 
an newcomers in Canada. Nineteen spheres of 
life, enumerated in the Table of Contents, were 
examined. The process included the following 
steps: 


1. Each sphere of life was individually exam- 
ined in relation to knowledge, observation, 
personal experiences, social interaction and 
community roles of the author. All elements 
that characterize each subject as known to 
and experienced by the author were listed. 


2. An analytical study of the frame of reference 
was made to help identify issues that are too 
specific and irrelevant. This focused the 
scope of the study on common values and 
their effect on interaction. 


1.2b Group discussions and exclusive 
interviews with members of the 
ethiopian community 


Two groups of six persons each were formed for 
discussions and both contained only voluntary 
participants, male and female, married and 
single, Amharic, Tigrigna and Oromigna speak- 
ers, and between 25-35 years old (estimate). 
Group A had participants with urban back- 
ground or orientation, relatively higher academ- 
ic education, longer period of stay in Canada, 
some social integration, and modern influence. 


—— 


Group B included participants of rural back- 
ground, relatively little education, recent 
arrivals, little social integration, and basically 
traditional. 

The group discussions were conducted in the 
following way: 


«s A brief introduction was given explaining 
purpose, scope and objective of the study. 
Discussions were informal, allowing 
participants to speak out spontaneously or 
to carefully restructure their experiences and 
observations. Discussions took place in 
Amharic and/or Tigrigna. Each lasted five 
hours and was characterized by open discus- 
sions, arguments and disagreements on some 
issues. 


s» Each sphere of life was introduced by ask- 
ing participants to identify cultural aspects 
associated with it, and then discuss them in 
relation to the Canadian cultural context. 


«» Participants were constantly reminded to 
discuss subjects using their knowledge, 
observation, experiences and problems 
encountered during their settlement in 
Canada. 


1.2c Discussion results 


The two groups had remarkably similar knowl- 
edge of and experiences with most subjects. This 
ensured commonality of the discussion and 
identified dissimilarities in values, outlook and 
experiences. 


While Group A was able to discuss culture 
in relation to others, particularly Canadian 
culture, Group B gave few comparisons. Group 
B showed nationalistic feelings in discussing 
cultural issues, while Group A was more 
analytical. 

Six other individuals were selected for exclu- 
sive interviews. These were conducted in a simi- 
lar manner by asking interviewees to discuss the 
subject on the basis of their frames of reference. 


1.2d Literature review 


Relevant books and materials were consulted. 
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II Business or work 


Ethiopia is not industrialized even by Third 
World standards. More than 80 per cent of its 
population is engaged in farming and related 
activities. Although the work ethic is essential- 
ly traditional, it has great influence on modern 
professions practised in urban centres. 

Ethiopians regard work almost with rever- 
ence. They believe that work is a ‘‘raison 
d’étre’’, a means of security and a source of 
happiness. Affluence is seldom mentioned as a 
reason to work. An Amharic expression is, ‘‘No 
work is a bad work.’’ As a result, Ethiopians 
take their jobs seriously and feel a great sense 
of pride in being independent. In his book dedi- 
cated to ‘‘the proud Ethiopians’’, Levine wrote: 
‘“When asked what is their chief goal in life, 
Amhara peasants frequently respond with the 
expression ‘‘sarto mablat’’ (having worked, to 
eat). This response says many things. It praises 
independence and self-reliance.’”? 

It is seen as a misfortune for an able-bodied 
man not to work. He is often pitied and is some- 
times looked down upon. Although work or 
having a job is highly regarded, some sectors 
are considered more prestigious than others. For 
instance, the Public Service is more attractive 
than professions in agriculture and teaching. 
The primary work ethic includes: (i) respect for 
authority, (ii) discipline and (iii) diligence. 
Employers have considerable authority and 
expect full respect as well as total obedience 
from employees. Recognition of merit is accord- 
ed on the basis of seniority and outstanding 
service. 

The influence of the overall culture has also 
had a strong impact on job search techniques. 
Since it is culturally unacceptable to talk about 
oneself in a manner that elevates one above an- 
other, the art of selling oneself is poorly 
developed in Ethiopia. 

These values have conditioned the behaviour 
of Ethiopians in a manner that differ consider- 
ably from the Canadian work ethic. Primarily, 
Ethiopians tend to play down their positive 
qualities and find it difficult to speak highly of 
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themselves even for the purposes of competi- 
tion. Moreover, to an average Ethiopian, 
aggressiveness at work is unknown or unaccept- 
able. Ethiopians have difficulty in appreciating 
the positive aspects of being aggressive, since 
the term has a negative connotation in their 
culture. 

The emphasis on respect for authority has 
also minimized self-assertion or self-motivation. 
Seen from the Canadian perspective, Ethiopians 
would have much more respect for authorities 
than is required and show little in terms of 
self-assertion. 

Consequently, Ethiopians do not have the 
personality needed for competition in the Cana- 
dian workplace. The modesty with which they 
present themselves may give Canadians the 
impression that they are incompetent. In the 
workplace, they may appear to lack confidence 
because of their respect for and obedience to 
authority and timid approach with co-workers. 

On their part, Ethiopians see the Canadian 
work environment as one where personality 
counts more than skills. They find the aggres- 
siveness with which Canadians compete so 
immodest that they feel only people who exag- 
gerate their qualifications and interest are suc- 
cessful. Ethiopians find it intimidating to be 
judged by the way they present themselves at 
work, aggravated by their modesty being per- 
ceived as a lack of confidence in the Canadian 
context. Ethiopians, who have always believed 
they were naturally confident, feel insulted when 
they are seen as lacking confidence. 

It was rightly emphasized that work is highly 
regarded in Ethiopia. Nevertheless, Ethiopian 
immigrants find it demeaning to hold jobs that 
are of lesser merit in their home country. 
Irrespective of income, any work that involves 
manual labour or requires little in terms of edu- 
cation creates a sense of humiliation even among 
those with limited education. It is likely, 
however, that an Ethiopian would accept any 
job rather than be unemployed. 


The differences in behaviour between Ethio- 
pian immigrants and Canadians may be 
explained by the values and attitudes in their 
societies. Canadian society is much more com- 
petitive and its standards are more demanding. 
As a result, requirements other than basic 
qualifications come into play in a job competi- 
tion. Besides, values that inhibit self-esteem and 
self-praise in Ethiopian culture are not recog- 
nized in Canadian society. 

The degree of independence and freedom in 
the Canadian workplace is greater than that in 
Ethiopia. Although there is a well-established 
line of authority and due respect is paid, an 
employer-employee relationship is less 
authoritative in Canada. 

Successful career development is possible only 
through effective adaptation to the Canadian 
work context. Ethiopians may find this most 
difficult. Substantial personality change, as well 
as an appreciation of values and practices previ- 
ously considered taboo would be requisites. 
They must also develop an attitude of aggres- 
sive competitiveness and a whole new under- 
standing of work ethics. 


———————————— 


III Communication 


Ethiopians are better communicators in a 
familiar environment. A culturally-ingrained 
attitude often inhibits open communication with 
unfamiliar people or in new surroundings. The 
norm is that one has always to present oneself 
as reserved or formal. 

Communication is certainly reflective of the 
embedded cultural values and social distinc- 
tions. There are traditional means and ways of 
communication. People follow the proper man- 
ners in communicating with people of different 
age, sex and social status. For example, com- 
munication with seniors, authority figures and 
guests is considerably different from that with 
peers and family members. 

Non-verbal communication is equally well 
developed. Some commonly used non-verbal 
signs are: 


» Head Bow: — A greeting from a distance or 
when a handshake is not used. 


» Handshake: — A firm and long handshake 
is a warm greeting to someone liked, missed, 
etc. A light and shorter one is a formal 
greeting to authority figures, the elderly and 
other socially-respected persons. 


» Two-handed Handshake: — A greeting to 
someone highly-respected because of posi- 
tion, age or community recognition. Often, 
people also bow their heads to show respect. 


Kisses are always on the cheek, NEVER on 
lips. Both sexes kiss freely. Holding hands or 
any other body contact between opposite sexes 
that suggests sexual overtones meets general 
disapproval. 

Eye contact is also a common sign of com- 
munication. When communicating with peers 
and others of similar age and status, people 
make eye contact. In communication with those 
of authority or the elderly, eye position is kept 
downward as a sign of respect. 


The values and ethics of communication in 
Canada are not only different, but sometimes 
conflict with those in Ethiopian culture. As a 
result, attempted communication with 
Canadians could represent among the first 
unpleasant experiences with a lasting impact for 
the Ethiopian. The reception of Ethiopians or 
first meeting between Canadians and Ethiopi- 
ans could be most decisive. Because of mean- 
ings attached to greetings and the manner in 
which they are exchanged, Ethiopians may feel 
welcomed or unwelcomed. A single handshake 
with a newcomer can have a substantial posi- 
tive or negative impact in future interactions. 
In communicating with authority figures, Ethio- 
pians may try to avoid direct eye contact and 
this can have a negative connotation in the 
Canadian context. 

These differences often create misunderstand- 
ings among Ethiopians who may feel Canadians 
are cool or look down upon them. Indeed, 
Canadians are less compassionate and do not 
attach as much importance to greetings and 
handshakes as Ethiopians do. Communication 
is more open and egalitarian. For instance, 
social status and age do not necessarily dictate 
the manners of communication. 

However, communication is an integral part 
of the adaptation problem and it is important 
that Ethiopians familiarize themselves with the 
Canadian way. This would not only enable 
Ethiopians to know what to expect, but would 
also alter their perception of the society. 
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IV Concept of time 
and space 


Ethiopians have not only a concept but also a 
way of counting time different from that of 
Canadians. For instance, day and night are 
determined by the appearance of the sun, i.e. 
day starts when it rises and night begins after 
sunset. Again, Ethiopia follows the ancient 
Julian Calendar where the 365 days in a year 
are divided into 12 months of 30 days each. The 
extra five days (six days in a leap year) make 
the last odd month known as ‘‘Pagume.’’ In 
essence, there are 13 months in a year. 

In a standard Ethiopian rationality, time is 
an endless reservoir. It is limited only by death 
or sickness that results in inactivity. In other 
words, time is always available as long as one 
is alive and well. Ethiopian lifestyle is relatively 
unstructured within flexible timeframes. 

The concept of space reflects the communal 
way of living where people share houses and 
farms, and there is more physical closeness 
among people. Privacy is not particularly 
important and there is no inhibition in sharing 
bedrooms or even beds with friends and rela- 
tives of the same sex. 

Ethiopian immigrants who come with a rather 
loose time concept do not usually cope well with 
the pressures in Canada. Most are surprised by 
the value of time, the speed with which life goes 
on, and the constant rush of people. Indeed, 
first impressions of Ethiopian newcomers are 
that Canadians walk, talk and work too fast. 

In their resettlement efforts, Ethiopians feel 
that Canadians expect them to adapt too quickly 
and they find this stressful. Ethiopians are not 
accustomed to being rushed, and thus find life 
in Canada too fast and full of pressure. They 
also wonder why they are always short of time, 
although facilities and services in Canada seem 
to be more time-saving. Punctuality is little 
known among most Ethiopians and this can 
affect their credibility both at work and socially. 


The differences in time concept between 
Ethiopian immigrants and Canadians may part- 
ly be explained by the life-style in the two soci- 
eties. Ethiopians who do not change their way 
of life will certainly find it difficult to manage 
their time effectively. Demands in terms of time 
may seem greater for those continuing in their 
previous lifestyle than for those who do not. 
Although there may be a brief adjustment peri- 
od in adapting to the new time and calendar, 
Ethiopians are aware of the different practices 
of other countries. (Eirtreans, for example, 
follow Canadian-type time.) It is also possible 
that many use the non-Ethiopian calendar and 
time. 
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V Culture 


Ethiopia is different from other societies in 
several ways. Primarily, it has never been 
colonized so that cultural dislocation perpetrat- 
ed by colonizers in many African countries did 
not occur in Ethiopia. This historical coinci- 
dence allowed Ethiopians to preserve their 
culture without major foreign interference. 
Ethiopia is thus distinguishable from many 
African societies in its cultural development. 

Generally, this ethnic group has a high cul- 
tural awareness and is resistant to new ideas and 
practices. They do not break easily from tradi- 
tion, and, as a result, many cultural values and 
customs remain intact. 

Ethiopians’ sense of history is perhaps a result 
of circumstances in which their history was 
made. They have enjoyed almost universal 
admiration for their heroism and victory over 
successive aggressions, including the Italian 
invasion. One admirer wrote, ‘‘Abyssinia is real- 
ly free. She has maintained her independence 
for many centuries, through the invasion of 
Moslem expansion, a period of Portuguese and 
Jesuit influence and even the nineteenth-century 
scramble for Africa.’’* Despite perpetual 
poverty in their country, Ethiopians have always 
glorified their past. Their sense of history is 
often demonstrated when they identify them- 
selves as ‘‘a unique society’? or ‘‘a proud 
people.”’ 

The sense of history and pride Ethiopians 
have, created not only a strong notion of 
national identify but sometimes a feeling of 
superiority. As a result, this group has a repu- 
tation as ‘‘racists.’’ ‘‘They tend to exaggerate 
their own and their country’s importance, deal- 
ing arrogantly with neighbours, Westerners or 
Asians.’’> Although they may possibly exhibit 
some prejudiced attitudes, the truth is that they 
feel an exaggerated pride in their history, 
national freedom and good looks. 

This cultural awareness and the importance 
of national identity have strongly influenced 
Ethiopians’ understanding of cultures, as well 
as their skills in inter-racial interaction. For 


instance, Ethiopians in Canada are not only new 
to living in a multiracial society but also have 
difficulty accepting minority status. They 
commonly expect their country’s history is 
universally known and they will receive due 
recognition everywhere. Newcomers often 
express shock and anger when they first 
experience discrimination. 

Most importantly, Ethiopians are very sensi- 
tive to prejudice and racial discrimination. It can 
be said that Ethiopians are much more sensi- 
tive to racial slurs or remarks than possibly any 
other group. Having come from an independent 
nation with no colonial past, Ethiopians are new 
to the attitude against Blacks in society. They 
feel an overwhelming sense of humiliation when 
they are discriminated against as Blacks. 

Having little appreciation of mainstream 
Canadian culture, they cannot relate to any 
aspect of it. Because of dissimilarities, they feel 
there is no culture in Canada and that Canadi- 
ans lack nationalistic feelings or cultural 
awareness. 

Many also resent the economic and social 
status of Ethiopians in Canada, individually and 
collectively. That they are generally perceived 
as poor, marginalized and from a starving 
nation is a cause of embarrassment to many. 
Particularly those with relatively high education 
or of superior status in their home country are 
more profoundly affected by their social posi- 
tions in Canada. 

As immigrants, they are usually unable to 
cope with common encounters of visible minori- 
ties. Some accord such an importance to their 
national feelings that they interpret situations 
in terms of honour or pride, and are inex- 
perienced in dealing with instances of racial 
discrimination. 

Canadian society is composed of a multitude 
of ethnic groups. However, this milieu is not 
totally mixed, resulting in what is known as the 
mainstream society and visible minorities. It is 
possible that these minority groups are subject 
to prejudice and discrimination, and, Ethiopi- 
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ans being one of these groups, may have simi- 
lar experiences. 

The sensitivity with which Ethiopians react 
to these practices may actually have a negative 
impact on their understanding of, and interac- 
tion with, Canadians. In the preparation of this 
study, observation indicated that many respon- 
dents and interviewees had difficulty in adapt- 
ing to the new culture and that a growing 
‘“‘ghettoization’? among the community was 
apparent. 

It may be important for Ethiopians to learn 
to live in a society where they are one of sever- 
al minority groups. While there is no intention 
to condone discrimination, Ethiopians need to 
develop the psychological and social skills in 
order to acquire more effective interaction and 
to deal with racial discrimination. 


_———_——_—_—_—_____——— 


VI Education 


Ethiopia has its own script which is used to write 
many of its languages. However, for too long, 
education was a privilege rather than a right. 
Until a few years ago, Ethiopia had among the 
highest illiteracy rates in the world. 

As educated people were required for the 
Public Service and modern professions, an im- 
proved system was eventually set up. Gradual- 
ly, education placed among the most important 
objectives for individuals, families and the 
nation. Socially, and with varying individual 
motivations, the most common objectives of 
education are ‘‘to support one’s self, one’s 
family and to serve the nation.’’ 

Education has become important to many 
people because they see it as the best way out 
of poverty and backwardness. Success at school 
could mean an end to family hardships because 
children who complete a certain level of educa- 
tion assume responsibility of helping educate 
brothers and sisters. 

To society, education means much more than 
what it actually is. Wisdom, kindness and far- 
sightedness are generally associated with edu- 
cation. There is great respect for people with 
education and mistakes are often attributed to 
‘‘being uneducated.”’ 

Education was first conceived of as a national 
need with the objective of serving the nation. 
There is thus a particular emphasis on the man- 
date of educated people in so doing. Since the 
education system was initially geared toward 
creating qualified personnel for the Public 
Service, popular areas of study are those which 
lead to careers with authority and social 
prestige. 

Ethiopians perceive academic achievement as 
an ultimate success in life. It may be even more 
so when immigrants come to Canada where, 
they feel, everyone is highly-educated. Besides 
its intrinsic values, education is a challenge to 
Ethiopians and most may choose to pursue 
prolonged academic undertakings despite over- 
whelming odds. Moreover, Ethiopians attach 
great importance to credentials — degrees, 


diplomas, etc., — and feel these not only dis- 
play academic qualifications but also attest to 
social status. Therefore, it is likely that Ethio- 
pians will be more attracted to areas of study 
they think are the highest form of education, 
or will lead to socially-prestigious careers. 

There are some basic differences in value and 
social attitudes of Ethiopian newcomers towards 
education vis-a-vis the Canadian host popula- 
tion. Although education is important in 
Canada, it does not command as much social 
recognition as in Ethiopia. Canadians appear 
to be more practical in their attitude toward 
education while Ethiopians look more to the 
intrinsic values. For instance, Canadians may 
consider academic abilities, interest and mar- 
ketability in making academic decisions. On the 
other hand, Ethiopians would be more 
influenced by social biases or family pressure. 

There is a more institutionalized and practi- 
cal approach in choosing fields of study, includ- 
ing consultations, in Canada. Ethiopians, by 
contrast, prefer to make decisions with little 
consideration of expert advice. 

It is important for Ethiopians to get an 
orientation to the Canadian academic system, 
including the differences in outlook and values. 
Their attitude and approach to education could 
be ineffective in the Canadian academic system. 
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VII Family 


The family is an important unit with economic, 
emotional and social roles. Family connections 
confer social recognition, community mem- 
bership and identity on individuals. In several 
ways, it replaces the social, psychological and 
economic establishments of Western society. 

The parent-child relationship is much closer, 
and economic dependence is more substantial 
and prolonged than in Canada. For instance, 
children live with parents until marriage and 
parents live with children or with their support 
when they are no longer independent. Also, 
‘*An individual in distress can fall back on his 
family or larger kinship.’”® 

Ethiopians normally have extended families 
with dependants such as grandparents, orphans 
(or children) of relatives and others. Families 
are patrilineal. The husband is the decision- 
maker in major family affairs such as property, 
inheritance, investment and marriage. 

The roles of a wife include cooking, taking 
care of children, housekeeping and running day- 
to-day family affairs. (In rural areas, wives also 
help in the fields.) She also represents the family 
in social functions such as neighbourhood 
activities, social ceremonies and visiting the sick 
and bereaved. 

Children participate in almost all housework. 
Girls work at home and help in attending to 
siblings. Boys help in the fields and look after 
cattle. In urban families, since children go to 
school, their participation in housework is com- 
paratively less than that of rural children. 

The parent-child relationship is strictly based 
on respect for, and obedience to, parents. 
Independent thought and decisions by children 
are not allowed. Children are expected to seek 
approval from parents and follow parental 
guidance. They are punished harshly; leniency 
or reasoning is little known. 

The basic family roles, units and values dis- 
cussed above differ from those in Canadian 
society. Canadians have loose family ties with 
reduced economic and emotional roles, while a 
family is almost indispensable in Ethiopian life. 


Also, roles with respect to career, housework, 
financial management and other areas are not 
as exclusively divided between family members 
as they are in Ethiopia. 

Similarly, while children in Canada are taught 
to be independent and aggressive, obedience and 
respect are the priorities in child behaviour in 
an Ethiopian family. Children here have more 
freedom and independence, while in Ethiopia 
control and punishment are commonly applied. 

Family values are deeply embedded in Ethio- 
pian culture and have a strong impact on 
individuals. The absence of a family and lack 
of emotional support may cause stress among 
many immigrants. Problems ranging from lone- 
liness to lack of guidance can easily affect young 
immigrants. Most must learn to be independent 
for the first time in not only making decisions 
for themselves, but also in carrying out simple 
day-to-day activities. 

The economic independence women expect 
and find in Canada and the new expectations 
of husbands to help in the house are hard to 
reconcile with traditional values. Women 
accustomed to receiving family and neighbour- 
hood support in looking after their children in 
Ethiopia would find their roles in Canada much 
more difficult. Combined with other difficul- 
ties, this could also result in marital problems. 
It can be said with certainty that Ethiopians will 
keep marital problems confidential and would 
not even consider obtaining counselling. 

For Ethiopians, the psychological value of 
family is impossible to replace. Single Ethiopi- 
ans may suffer from lack of emotional support 
due to the absence of a family. Concurrently, 
Ethiopian families may be affected by the 
conflict of values that is bound to occur as they 
settle in Canada. 
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VIII Financial affairs 


The discussion of this subject is confined to 
urban settings where the use of money is widely 
understood. Because of a subsistence economy, 
budgeting or saving in financial terms, while 
unfamiliar in rural areas, is not completely 
unknown. Peasants save food, seeds and other 
things for what they call ‘‘bad days.”’ 

In general, the modern concept of financing 
is quite new to Ethiopians. Budgeting, saving 
or even the use of banking services is limited, 
for the following reasons: (i) the economic con- 
ditions of the majority living from hand to 
mouth; (ii) limited knowledge and availability 
of modern systems of financing, and (iii) tradi- 
tional values and attitudes. 

The majority believe the future is decided only 
by God and man cannot change it. There is thus 
a tendency to plan and work for the present; 
the ability to meet the daily needs generates great 
complacency. This complacency is, however, 
tempered by a philosophy that says human 
beings are liable and ‘‘one need always be pre- 
pared for bad days.’’ This alternative belief 
compels Ethiopians to save. 

It is not known how fast or well Ethiopians 
appreciate the financial orientation of Canadian 
society. Practical know-how about budgeting, 
saving and investing is certainly lacking in most. 
Their concept of saving may essentially be crisis- 
preparedness and most would shy away from 
ambitious investments or long-term planning. 


As a result of this concept, Ethiopian new- 
comers find Canadian society too property- 
oriented and concerned with money. They feel 
stress is due to ambitious ventures and are 
intimidated by the thought of following the 
Canadian example. Unlike Canadians, Ethio- 
pians can manage with the basics and draw great 
satisfaction from what they cherish most — self- 
reliance, even with the minimum. They do not 
find present-day sacrifices for future comfort 
justifiable. 

Ethiopians would possibly use the financial 
services in Canada to a limited extent. It is, 
therefore, important to encourage them to 
appreciate Canadian financial practices, 
particularly long-term planning. Practical 
knowledge about financial management may 
help in wiser use of money. 
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LX Government 


Ethiopia had, until 1974, an archaic feudal 
system under an absolute monarchy and, since 
then, a self-imposed military government. 

Traditionally, government is perceived as 
having a divine power to rule its people with jus- 
tice, peace and order. On the other hand, it is 
the duty of the people to cooperate with the 
government so that it can carry out its mandate. 

The concept of democracy is foreign and 
there is little tolerance for differing views. 
Government leverage consists of control and 
force. Freedom is understood as a collective 
cause, while individual rights and freedoms are 
not recognized. The freedom of a nation from 
foreign rule is the only and ultimate freedom 
Ethiopians know. 

Given their background, Ethiopian 
immigrants may have high expectations of the 
government. They may depend on it for the pro- 
vision of employment, housing, education 
opportunities and other services. They may not 
realize the limited power of the government and 
the degree of independence with which people 
and organizations operate. They may also feel 
they are receiving little protection from the 
government against abuses and exploitation by 
individuals and firms. Thus, they may favour 
more government control, which could be seen 
as undesirable by many Canadians. 

Many Ethiopians, due to their experience with 
oppression and exploitation, have a negative 
attitude toward authority. This generates feel- 
ings of alienation and resentment. Government 
organizations such as the judicial system, the 
police and the army are interpreted as control 
mechanisms. There is general fear of the mili- 
tary and cynicism toward the judicial system. 


Ethiopians, especially the more educated, 
would value the democracy and political free- 
dom they find in Canada. Indeed, to most who 
suffered persecution, this could be the single 
most important aspect they enjoy in Canada. 
Ethiopians are generally law abiding and do not 
easily resort to violence. However, because of 
past experiences, they might be fearful and sus- 
picious of government institutions. In cases of 
blatant abuse, some Ethiopians may find it 
logical to resort to violence, rather than to seek 
justice. 

Ethiopians have never had governments 
accountable for their actions; nor have they 
known a multi-party system. Having mostly 
lived in fear and discontent in their home coun- 
try, it is possible these sentiments perpetuate 
themselves. It is thus important to help them 
develop confidence and trust in the government 
as well as overcome their fear of organizations 
such as the police and the military. 
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X Health 


In Ethiopian culture, good health and long 
life are most cherished. Levine says of the 
Ethiopians’ attitude regarding health, ‘‘Even 
from the religious point of view he is motivat- 
ed to live as long as possible.... Health thus rates 
as one of the most important values.’’’ It is 
believed that if one is healthy and blessed with 
long life, then one can accomplish one’s wish 
or objectives. 

However, there is limited knowledge about 
nutrition and few people eat a balanced diet. 
Vegetables are not popular and fruits are eaten 
very rarely. Sanitation is comparatively poor, 
although rural communities keep their environ- 
ment clean. In populated cities such as Addis 
Ababa, citizens are concerned about their per- 
sonal appearance, but not about public places 
or the environment. 

Medical treatment ranges from religious 
means to spiritual healing to modern practices. 
Some people visit churches and sacred places 
(tebel) in search of cures while others consult 
traditional healers known for their spiritual 
power. Still others visit local dispensaries and 
hospitals. 

Although there is a better health system in 
Canada, Ethiopians may not have the aware- 
ness of, or the commitment to, requirements of 
a healthy life. Most would maintain their tradi- 
tional diet and only a few would have the taste 
for what is known as nutritious food in Canada. 
They may not seriously believe in precaution 
and would seek cure too late. Moreover, they 
would be prone to keep confidential illnesses 
they perceive as socially embarrassing, especially 
psychological problems. 
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XI Humour 


Ethiopians normally prefer to present them- 
selves as serious or reserved. Yet, they do have 
a great sense of humour. They like exchanging 
jokes, quips and enjoy laughter a great deal. 

Deprecating jokes laden with messages are 
particularly popular in Ethiopian humour. Peo- 
ple tell such jokes about Ethiopians, their 
government, ethnic groups, women, politicians 
and a host of other social categories. This 
humour often reflects social attitudes toward 
various values, social categories and individuals. 

Ethiopians are quite appreciative of jokes as 
long as there is no deliberate attack on their 
national pride. Indeed, what might appear as 
offensive to an average Canadian is quite toler- 
able in the Ethiopian context. In fact, they think 
Canadian jokes are too mild and guarded; they 
do not find them humorous. However, Ethio- 
pians may not realize the implications of their 
jokes. Deprecating jokes may be offensive to 
certain individuals as well as groups who are 
concerned about how they are perceived in 
society. 
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XII Leisure time 


The most popular pastime in Ethiopia is social 
visiting. It is not only a leisure-time activity but 
an important social norm. Visits are expected 
of people on the birth of a child, death, sick- 
ness and during times of stress. Neighbours visit 
each other more than once every day for what 
they call ‘‘coffee time.’’ Moreover, friends, rela- 
tives, and others exchange visits regularly. Visits 
are informal, unannounced and last for hours. 

Other pastime activities include sports, 
religious, and community programs. Soccer is 
played mostly in urban centres while traditional 
games are common among the rural population. 

Many Ethiopians in Canada seem to have 
little appreciation of the popular North Ameri- 
can pastime such as sport, travelling, 
shows/concerts, etc. Social visiting is still 
common among most of them. 

However, most no longer have time for fre- 
quent social visits as in their home country. 
Social visits are valuable moments when people 
share problems, advice and laughter. Ethiopians 
in Canada may thus miss an important activity 
along with its psychological value. As in their 
culture, they may expect to be known to and 
possibly exchange visits with their neighbours. 
However, many regret that they live beside 
people they hardly know and wonder if their 
neighbours — as is the custom in their society 
— would be the first to offer help when they 
are in need. 


They are also discouraged by the fact that 
social visits are rather formal and are only 
marginally known to society. The need for 
advance notice, the brevity of visits and the 
absence of surprise and spontaneity make it 
more structured, and thus less enjoyable. 

Social visits are perhaps the best leisure time 
activity for Ethiopian immigrants in Canada. 
Aside from their usefulness for psychological 
purposes, they are economically affordable. 
Social visits can, in many instances, play impor- 
tant roles in relieving stress, without the tension 
and formality of institutionalized programs. But 
alone they are insufficient. Ethiopians also need 
additional activities in order to make their lives 
in Canada more enjoyable. 
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XIII Manners 


Ethiopians are generally formal and cautious 
about their manners. From an early age, chil- 
dren are taught standards of public behaviour, 
personal appearances, hospitality, courtesies, 
communicating with people of different social 
categories and others. 

The formality of Ethiopians can be observed, 
among other ways, in their fashion of address- 
ing people. The honorific pronoun, ‘‘erswo’’ 
(you in Amharic) or nissikhum/nissikhen (you 
in Tigrigna) is a respectful form of address. This 
pronoun is commonly used and is considered 
an important sign of good manners. 

Ethiopians do not have a last name as do 
Canadians. For example, Mr. Assefa Tamiru is 
addressed as Mr. Assefa (formal) or Assefa 
(informal) but never Mr. Tamiru. 

The concern Ethiopians show to others might 
appear to be paternalistic to average Canadians. 
As an expression of their concern, they may ask 
questions about what would be considered pri- 
vate in Canadian culture. For their part, Ethio- 
pians not only appreciate people who show 
concern, but criticize as selfish those who appear 
to be indifferent. 

Compared to Ethiopians, Canadians are less 
formal and status does not necessarily dictate 
the manners of individuals. There is more equal 
interaction despite differences in age, position 
and economic status. Although Canadians are 
less formal, there are unacceptable manners in 
the Canadian culture as well. 

Ethiopians find it uncomfortable to be as 
informal as Canadians. They cannot easily be 
on a first-name basis with their employers, 
government authorities, seniors and new 
acquaintances. However, once they establish a 
relationship, they show more interest and con- 
cern. Canadians are more open and less formal. 
Yet, they are different from Ethiopians in terms 
of emotional expressions, concern and feelings 
of closeness. Many Ethiopians find it difficult 
to be close to Canadians and feel people in this 
society are cool and unconcerned about others. 
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XIV Marriage 


Marriage is perhaps an area where modern 
influence is most evident. Traditionally, 
marriage is a social union, necessarily arranged 
by their families. The important characteristics 
that distinguish a traditional marriage from a 
modern marriage are: (i) procreation (having a 
family) is the sole reason, (ii) there is virtually 
no participation by the bride and groom in the 
decision-making process, and (ili) the choice of 
the bride is made without the consent of the two. 
Also, early marriage is more common in rural 
areas. 

This practice is changing in urban centres. 
Although parents still play a major role, the 
consent of children is also required. Love is per- 
haps becoming one reason in situations where 
the two have either known each other or dated 
for some time. 

However, since dating is new to the society, 
it is done without the knowledge of parents. 
Chastity still remains socially sacred and pre- 
marital sex is a serious social taboo. ‘‘Pre- 
marital chastity for children of both sexes is a 
value strongly held by Amhara and Tigrigna 
parents, who go to great lengths to enforce its 
observance by supervising the conduct of their 
offsprings after puberty.’’® Because of strong 
social disapproval, pre-marital sex is always a 
subject of great secrecy and source of 
humiliation. 

Since family is among the most important 
social units, divorce is unacceptable under 
almost any circumstance. It is believed that ‘‘a 
bad marriage is better than a divorce.’’ Parents, 
relatives, friends and socially-respected individu- 
als play important roles in counselling during 
a marital crisis. 


Conflicts of values and misunderstandings are 
likely to affect any intimate relationship between 
people of different cultures. In the Canadian 
example, the sexual morals of Ethiopians and 
their perception of the role of the opposite sex 
can be cited as possible causes of problems. Sex 
is not recognized as an important aspect in a 
relationship. Men expect, and prefer passivity 
in women, while women believe that the man 
must play a leading role. 

Again, Ethiopians are not expressive of their 
feelings of love or sex. Ethiopian men may thus 
be intimidated by Canadian women who are 
more open and aggressive. Ethiopian women 
may likewise appear disinterested because of 
their inexpressiveness. 

A thorough understanding of sexual mores 
and tolerance of differences in values should be 
a primary task for Ethiopians and their part- 
ners (of a different culture) in a relationship. 
Failure to do so may cause serious conflicts, 
even some with legal implications. 
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XV Morality 


Christians and Moslems share many moral 
values and their attitudes toward morality 
overlap in several respects. Both attach great 
importance to such moral values as helping the 
poor (giving alms), fasting and praying (going 
to church/mosque) regularly. Others include 
obedience to parents, respect for the elderly, 
modesty, fidelity, and honesty. 

It is considered immoral to think highly of 
oneself. The moral sanction against self- 
importance is so severe that compliments are 
received with little acknowledgement. Churches, 
schools, and communities all teach these values, 
while families and elders reinforce their impor- 
tance through constant supervision. 

Some of these values are also observed by 
Canadians. Ethiopians may greatly appreciate 
the humane and sharing characteristics of Cana- 
dian society. However, the influence of these 
moral values is more apparent in the personality 
of Ethiopians. An interesting comparison would 
be between a Canadian who easily accepts a 
compliment with thanks and an Ethiopian who 
will find it immodest to do so. 

Again, Canadians seem to be more flexible 
in their attitude toward morality, while Ethio- 
pians have a tenacious view about certain values 
and find it unthinkable to compromise them. 
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XVI Personal identity 


Personal identification was traditionally 
collective because people lived, worked and 
entertained in groups. An individual’s identity 
was established on the basis of family, parish, 
community or other collectivities. 

In less homogeneous communities, ethnic 
background and/or place of origin are impor- 
tant means of identity. People are often identi- 
fied by their ethnic groups as ‘‘Amhara’’, 
*‘Oromo’’, ‘‘Trigraway’’ or ‘‘Eritrean’’, or by 
their places of origin such as from ‘‘Wollo’’, 
‘*“Gondar’’, etc. 

As a result, ethnic background and place of 
Origin generate a firm sense of identity and 
solidarity among people who come from 
common areas or belong to similar groups. 
Individuals are often discriminated against 
because of their ethnic background. This has 
forced many people to attempt to assimilate 
with the dominant group by adopting different 
identities. 

Group consciousness among Ethiopians has 
reached a stage where, to some individuals, 
ethnicity has become more important than either 
individual or national identity. In Canada, 
although people use group identities (e.g. 
Quebecois, Westerners, etc.), collective identifi- 
cation does not have the political implications 
Ethiopians attach to their identities. In the case 
of Ethiopians, this could mean an identification 
in terms of political principle, questions of 
ethnicity and others. As a reflection of internal 
problems in their country, this group conscious- 
ness has also divided Ethiopians in Canada into 
various groups. 
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XVII Property 


Agricultural land was once a major form of 
property in rural Ethiopia, until the agrarian 
reform put an end to private ownership. Live- 
stock is another form of property. In the urban 
areas, real estate was a common form of 
property. Again, the proclamation nationaliz- 
ing extra houses restricted real estate ownership 
to only one residence. 

The urban population acquired a taste for 
foreign material goods. Vehicles, modern kitch- 
en appliances and entertainment items (TV, 
VCR, stereo, etc.) are symbols of status among 
the elite. The affluent compete for expensive 
imported items. To most, these have become 
measures of social status. 

The same attitude is somewhat reflected in 
the lifestyle of many Ethiopians living in Cana- 
da. In a relatively short period of time and 
despite low incomes, most have acquired cars, 
entertainment systems and other material goods. 
These items have also become social symbols 
through which people measure their success in 
Canada. Unable to compete with the main- 
stream society, they have made these goods stan- 
dard competition items within their community. 

Some goods, viewed as status symbols, are 
actually considered to be necessities in Canada. 
However, it is possible that many Ethiopians 
will try to do without what is necessary in order 
to obtain what they think is socially prestigious. 

Ethiopians may initially reflect biases in 
acquiring material goods that are social symbols 
in their home country. It is conceivable, how- 
ever, that there may be a change in attitude 
among some. The presence of role models as 
well as improvements in their standard of living 
could also influence practices. 
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AVIIT Religion 


Christianity (Orthodox) and Islam are the major 
faiths in Ethiopia. Other denominations include 
Catholicism and Protestantism. Judaism is prac- 
tised by a small sect in the Gondar region, while 
Animists are found in the southern part of the 
country. 

Orthodox Christianity was the official religion 
of Ethiopia until 1974. As the religion of the 
monarchy, this faith once enjoyed tremendous 
economic and social prestige. The Ethiopian 
Orthodox Church played important political 
and economic roles and significantly contributed 
to the maintenance of the old system. 

In contrast, Islam was denied due recognition 
and full rights throughout its existence. It had 
little political power, was a socially-relegated 
faith and its economic power came only from 
its followers (the Orthodox Church owned land 
and levied taxes). 

Nevertheless, the two religions have approx- 
imately the same number of followers and are 
observed with a deep sense of commitment. 
They have considerable influence in their respec- 
tive groups. ‘‘With upwards of 80 per cent of 
Ethiopians adhering to Islam or Ethiopian 
Orthodoxy, the power of religion was prodi- 
gious and of real consequence to the everyday 
liweszot the: people.’ 

Influences of modernization or government 
pressure are gradually changing the extent to 
which religion is being practised in Ethiopia. For 
instance, both religions have been recognized as 
equal and Orthodox Christianity is no longer 
the official State religion. 

The influence of religion on Ethiopian 
Christians and Moslems is such that followers 
of the two denominations may have similar 
experiences in Canada. Both may feel a sense 
of alienation because of cultural differences and 
social attitudes. 


Although predominantly a Christian country, 
Canada does not offer the facilities, services and 
cultural setting that Orthodox Christians from 
Ethiopia need to practice their religion. In 
Ethiopia, the church plays a role well beyond 
the religious domain. It is a place of solace 
and retreat from the worldly problems. Many 
Ethiopians like to go to church during difficult 
times to seek a quiet place for reflection. The 
absence of this important setting may represent 
a spiritual vacuum in the life of many religious 
Ethiopian immigrants. 

Moslems may feel even more alienated 
because of the society’s rather scanty and biased 
knowledge about their religion. However, unlike 
Orthodox Christians, Ethiopian Moslems may 
find similar facilities and services they can share 
with Moslems of other countries. 
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XIX Status 


Society in Ethiopia has always been divided by 
class, religion, ethnicity and other factors. The 
less homogeneous urban population has con- 
cepts of social status in terms of authority, 
education and material wealth. Authority — 
military and bureaucratic — represents govern- 
ment and thus symbolizes power and control. 
The position of a person in the government 
defines his/her social status. In a different way, 
the educated have superior status, which con- 
stitutes social recognition of their achievement. 
Economic wealth also confers social status. 
However, it should be recalled that there is a 
fine line between these social categories, since 
an educated person could also be an authority, 
as well as wealthy. 

In Canada, there are visible differences 
between various social categories in economic 
and social terms. But, concepts of social status 
are loosely defined and the conceptual barriers 
are not as deeply-rooted as those in the Ethio- 
pian culture. Although certain positions and/or 
professions are more lucrative and prestigious, 
the society does not necessarily perceive the 
people as having automatic and total authori- 
ty, power and status by virtue of their political 
or economic power and academic achievements. 

Ethiopians in Canada may not easily tran- 
scend the cultural barriers that they associate 
with status. The elite in general, and political 
and military authorities in particular, will con- 
tinue to represent power and control. They may 
also feel inhibited to freely interact with those 
who are in the higher social status. 
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XX Thought/Rationality 


Ethiopians form their rationality mostly on the 
following: (i) religion, (ii) superstition, and (iii) 
social values such as pride, revenge and fear of 
criticism (yulignita). 

Religion influences many areas of rationali- 
ty as God is the central element in the thought 
of the people. ‘‘The power of God’’/‘‘the will 
of God’’, are among the most common expla- 
nations given for problems, achievements, 
failures and successes, etc.... Despite differences 
in religious devotion, many people share simi- 
lar thoughts in terms of their rationality by 
referring to religious reasons. ‘‘The effects of 
religion on Ethiopians have been enormous... 
‘Man proposes but God disposes’ has deeply 
penetrated the ontology of the Ethiopian 
peasant’’.'° 

In an interesting contrast, there is a great deal 
of superstitious influence in the rationality of 
many Ethiopians. It is also possible for a reli- 
gious person to have superstitious beliefs. 
Good/bad luck, destiny, the work of evil, etc., 
are among the common superstitions identified 
in standard Ethiopian logic. 

A common social reasoning also upholds the 
virtues of physical power, victory, revenge and 
conquest in physical terms. ‘‘The greatest bond 
between different people of Abyssinia is that 
they are all fighters by nature and tradition’’." 
Men in particular are under considerable social 
influence to think in terms of physical strength. 

Pride occupies a special place among the 
social values and it easily influences the ration- 
ality of many people. Ethiopians like to inter- 
pret things in terms of ‘‘my pride’’, “‘our 
country’s honour’’, etc... 

Regardless of their location, many Ethiopians 
demonstrate this standard form of rationality. 
Canadian’s perception and common reasoning 
differs from those of Ethiopians and this could 
affect the understanding and reaction of 
Ethiopians to their experiences in their new 
environment. 
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X XI Conclusion 


The Horn of Africa, with its political instability, 
conflicts and economic deprivation, has been 
producing waves of refugees for years. The 
majority of the refugee population in this part 
of Africa consists of Ethiopians. They are also 
present in many other countries. 

Many Ethiopians have found a home in 
Canada. Their numbers have grown and their 
presence has become visible in various sectors 
of society. However, Ethiopians represent one 
of the lesser known ethnic groups in Canada. 
They have poor economic standing, little polit- 
ical influence and have yet to settle into society 
in a meaningful way. Moreover, ‘‘there was a 
growing perception that refugees from Ethio- 
pia were experiencing greater difficulties in 
Settlement. * 

It is known that ‘‘intrinsic cultural and ethnic 
differences inhibit communication, such differ- 
ences may also lead to problems of adjustment 
and an inability on the part of some immigrants, 
to fully participate in Canadian society.’’? The 
scope of this study is confined to cultural inter- 
action and other areas of settlement difficulties 
were not explored. This paper has attempted to 
examine important spheres of life, and to show 
how culture affects adjustment in each area. 

The various spheres of life discussed are 
important in that they cover not only almost 
every aspect of interaction, but they all have a 
lasting effect in successful adjustment. A basic 
understanding of the cultural values and atti- 
tudes that come into play in these areas is, 
therefore, an important step towards effective 
settlement. 

The task of this study is to show that the 
social and cultural background of Ethiopians 
is fundamentally different from that of Cana- 
dians. Moreover, Ethiopians have certain 


peculiarities that differentiate them from other 
ethnic minorities: They do not have a long 
history of immigration, they come from a 
society with a long independent existence with 
little exposure to, and experiences with, other 
cultures, and their history and culture defy the 
general descriptions of ethnic groups such as 
Africans and/or Blacks. Ethiopians therefore 
arrive with a distinct frame of reference, dis- 
similar from that of most other refugees and 
immigrants. Their unique adjustment problems 
require due consideration. 

This study, of necessity, makes many gener- 
alizations about Ethiopian culture and their 
settlement experiences. It is not, however, the 
intention of the researcher to create new 
stereotypes. 

Practical use of this study may help identify 
problems in intercultural interaction, and 
modestly contribute toward efficacious settle- 
ment efforts. It is hoped it will create an aware- 
ness of the adjustment problems of Ethiopians 
among government departments and immigrant 
servicing agencies. Appreciation of their culture, 
comprehensive cross-cultural education and 
practical approaches to adjustment problems 
can help Ethiopians more easily and successfully 
settle in Canada. 
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Appendix 


Statistical profile 


All statistical information contained in this 
section, courtesy of Employment and Immigra- 
tion Canada, Immigration Statistics Section. 
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Immigration to Canada from Ethiopia 
1973 - 1988 
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Immigrants landed in Canada from Ethiopia for the period 1980-1988 
Landings by class 
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Immigrants landed in Canada from Ethiopia 
for the — 1980-1988, by age and sex 


15-24 25-44 45-64 
Male thee] ate 210 47 
Female 953 708 28 


Immigrants landed in Canada from Ethiopia for the period 1980-1988 
by family status and marital status 


| Single | Married | Separated | Total 
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Immigrants landed in Canada from Ethiopia for the period 1980-1988 
Language ability by province 
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